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Brown-headed Cowbird:

agent of extermination?

by Harold Mayfield

’

THEN A BEGINNING birdwatcher finds a
cowbird egg or large voracious voung in
the nest of a small songbird, he invariably
reacts with indignation. if not violence. But the
more sophisticated naturalist reassures him,
pointing out that there should be no cause for
alarm. that nature’s ways are sometimes
inscrutable but these birds would not be here if
they couldn't live together.

The prevailing mood among naturalists is
that wild creatures are usually secure among
themselves. The obvious dangers are often
inconsequential, and apparent enemies mav
actually be friends in disguise. This sense of
dynamic equilibrium is embodied in the famii-
iar phrase ‘“'balance of nature.” Also serious
students of biology have acquired a deep dis-
trust of sentimentality, and the prevailing view
may have an element of backlash against
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Hooded Warbler feeding a young cowbird. Photo bv Alvin E. Staffan.

maudlin superficialitv.

The customary reassurances have much
truth in them. But they are not the whole truth.
Relationships in nature are often compliex —
sometimes so complex we do not claim to
understand them fully — but everything is not
going well with every living creature. In nature
there are losers as well as winners. At any
moment we are likely to be looking at a select
group of survivors. What about those that fell
by the wayside?

Extinction also is a reality of nature.
Naturalists are acutely aware of the intrusion
of man, and these are often so gross as to make
us forgetful of changing stress buried deeper in
the fabric of nature. Change is inevitable. Some
changes are abrupt and dramatic. Those
wrought by man are almost instantaneous in
nature's scale of time, but so are those caused
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atural catacivsms — volcanoes. forest fires.
_waves and hurricanes. Others proceec
simost imperceptible stowness — climanc
e ime gavanoe and retreat of glaciers, ris-
tajiing or ocean levels, movements of
v n' erust. anc adaptations tevolution: i
~iants ang animais. Al of these shifts, tast or
Low. upsel ol equilibriums anc bring nev
¢ new losers. One

aeais. wilh new winners an

qaieonTOIOEIST saVS Nu animal species fas nvea

compietelv througn & geoiogical pertod. Ever
ec

SDEeCIes 148 evoly eC 1nto anotner or il nas @

£LiIc

The schoot ﬂ!lu kKnows aDOL' amnosaurs

sope with the cooting of neir
the exact mecnanisms that for
rhaps thetr grea

1004 SUDPIY. bu: a1s¢ pern
SIOW [N acapun g match tne
ciass of mammals. | :

. He wasn't ners

mamiand invas
sven without significan: on
eg’fa ton. Yet mos:
atnessed wilh our own avac
Jirectiv IrOM INe Nanc o man
rminated tne Pe assenger ?:geor. an
mshed the pisor. nas ehiminatec
arge mammalts Irom vioIny of mosT por
utated areas. More often. nowever. tne camayx
ov man has peen ngirect. and otner agenv
nave been involved. Wner rats. dogs. cats. anc
D1gS Nave been INIrogucsac on remote isiana:.
tne effect has often been disastrous. T he taking
over of the northern Great Plains for agricu.-
ture has pushed the Whooping Crane trom the
heart of 11S nesting range 10 the extreme per-
ivhery. The preemption of the deepest solis on
Bermuda for men's purposes expelied the
Cahow to the stonyv terrain ot islets where it
could not compete for burrows with the White-
tailed Tropicbird.

Probably the most sweeping change in bird
iife in recent history occurred in New Zealand.
where species were eliminated wholesale when
man introduced the first land mammals there.
Even such gentle creatures as deer and rabbits
had a disastrous effect on some native birds.

These examples are remote from most of us.
but we may have an example close to home in
the Brown-headed Cowbird. It, too. is the
beneficiary of changes brought by man. It, too.
has the potential for extirpation of small
songbirds it has reached through recent expan-
sion of its range in United States and Canada.
The case is best documented for the Kirtland’s
Warbler, but similar damage may be occurring
in other species, at least in local populations.
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How the cowbird operates

HE COWBIRD IS uniaue among “prec-

arorv’ agents in America. It 1s a social par
asite, building no nest of its own but using th
nests of other birds. usualiv smaller species, fo:
the deposit of eggs. their incubation. and the
care of its young. Manv hosts are unaware thev
have a stranger in therr midst. and thev rear in«
cowbird as their own unul 1t achieves
ingependence and joins 1ts own kind.

The host suffers at everyv stage of this pro-
cess. First. the cowbird removes about as mamn:
eggs from nests as it lavs. usualiv teaving tne
ciuich siz= uncnangﬂd This tends 10 mask
keer the hos:
rom aoanaon.ng the nest as it mignt do if i
noticed an abrupt change i tne contents
Thzse acts normaliv take piace during in:
nost's several gavs of 2gg iaving. when tne nes’

T unattenaec neariv ali the ume.
the nost suﬁers rrom reduced natching
. Where 102 cowDIrg £g¢

'\:,\"

suceess of 1Ts own 2gg
.1t gels more than {1s share of the hea
22sT 07 Tne NOsT: &nd when ne Cov-
natcnes firsi. as 1T usuaily does.
siack off incubating even tnougr
s are stili unnatched.
inallv, the cowopird nestiing. arrmving
peing :arger Inan tie host nestiing:
wnen appear. tramples inem and get:
mors tnan its share of the food brought by
adults. The cowbird hatches after about tweive
zavs of incubation and thus gets one to four
cavs headstart over most nestmates. Hence. &
voung warbler weighing iess than two grams
otten arrives in a nest alreadv occupied by «
cowbird weighing more than ten grams. In this
unequal struggie. the warbler often does no:
iast through the first day.
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Damage done by the cowbird

HE HARM TO the nest invaded is undeni-

able. but the ultimate harm to the host spe-
cies may be negligible. If only a few nests are
bothered. the losses mayv be easily supportable
bv the reproductive capacity of the species.
Some birds are much less injured than others.
Large birds suffer less than small ones. Some
birds have effective defenses. The -classic
defense is desertion of the nest; many, par-
ticularly the ground-nesting sparrows that
have had long experience with the cowbird in
the Midwest, usually abandon a nest when an
egg is removed or added by any other agent.
Then they renest in another location, repeating
this again and again if necessary, until
unmolested. The Yellow Warbler is famous for
a variant of desertion; it sometimes builds a
new floor over a clutch containing a foreign
egg. and lays a new set in the same cup. The

American Birds, March, 1977



Gray Catbird. whose deep-green egg contrasts
sharply with the pale speckled egg of the
cowbird. promptly throws out the otfending
object.

If a host species has no adequate defense of
its own. the harm it suffers depends on the
number of cowbirds present. The more cow-
birds. the more nests that will be entered. and
the more nests that will receive two or more
eggs each. This last factor is particularly
significant, because one cowbird nestling may
do onlv moderate damage while two cowbird
nestlings may be fatai to all other young in the
nest. So the harm rises more sharpiyv than does
the density of the cowbirds.

With one host or with a group of receptive
fnosts in an area. the probability that a nest will
get cowbird attention and the probability it will
ger one. two, three. or more cowbird eggs can
e predicted from just two facts: tne number of
owbird eggs laid and the number of nesis
availabie. The cowbird distributes its eggs with
the impartiality of a roulette whee..

ol

“

Apove: cowbird egg 1n Grav Catbird nest. Photo by
Duave Norris. Beiow: fuveniie cowprrd. Photo by
Leonard Lee Rue. IIl. parn from Pror. Researchers.
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its nest parasitized. the sparrow suffered about
30 per-cent 1085 of production of young; but her

- ¢ uliaved by the fact thather sample

o7 vpieal, peing somewhat more heavily
:wilizel than others reported. The damage
cowbird egg was higher in the
ehe studied by Erwin E. Kiaas in
. = round that one cowbird egg

D T other 0CCUDRNTS of the nest since 1t
watenec vrdinariiv three or tour davs ahead of

Yo tne phoebe keeps its proauc-

inroueh the stratagem of raising twe
~puupeiy. the second coming late
1 wscape most of the cowbird inter-
Wi apout one-fourtn of all pnoepe
tne 1otal 1088 1¢ the pnoebes wa:
n or thetr potentia: vieid.

I ienc's War-

exacrec 40 per cens

L phoede s,

d. in e kir

T na the cowbirds
i0ss with 3 per cent of nests parasiiized. znc
» expressed coneern 'M(wu‘
1O susiain tis. A
ioss might not seem prohibitive sing 'E
¢ are gestunec to be 105 in [nf R
But n becomes ominou:d
> unremiting causs

! the usua. causes o geatll

cent of vou

LATC SUDETImMDOSEl Unorn

The cownird s insidious efiec:

B UT O WORSE WAS o come. My ananvsiy
roflacied CONAINONS Mainiy In ng 1S40

Subsequentiv. the work of Lawrencs
Walkimsnaw. Nichoias Cuthoperi. and Bruce
Radapaugr i tne !Y9o0s and 1870s snowec
parasiusm rates ciimping to about 70 per cent.
with aiarmung:yv high losses. In one disastrous
vear 5% per cent of nests were parasitized. and
29 nests in the study sampie vielded oniv two
warbler fledgiings. No short-lived bird could
endure manv vears like this one.

The cowbird’s effect on a vuinerable host is
particularly insidious because it is unrelenting
even though the host mayv be vanishing. Many
natural hazards ease up when the threatened
creature becomes scarce. Competition within
species for food. shelter. and space relaxes
when the population declines. Similarly, the
classic pattern of predation is density depend-
ent; that is. predators concentrate on a certain
prey when it is abundant and turn elsewhere
when it becomes scarce. Every trout fisherman
uses this fact when he selects his lure to match
the kind of food the trout are seeking that day.

The cowbird is not deterred by the scarcity of
one host. It may be dependent on the totality of
its hosts, but it is not steered away from the
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rarest ot them. The very last nest of a vanishing
species is just as likely to be used as one amony
many.

In the early 1940s I helped in a Breeding
Bird Census on the best of Kirtland's Warbier

habitat. We censused the same tract thor-
oughly in three consecutive vears. Here Kirt-
land’'s Warbiers comprised just 10 per cen: of
potential cowbird hosts. and the number ©f
femaie cowbirds approximateiv matchec -
numbers of pairs of warblers. These would o<
sufficient to provide eggs for all the availab.»
Kirtiand's nests at least twelve times over. -
cowdird femaies layv twelve eggs per seasorn. ..

very conservauve estimate. SO 0bvIOusly inw

cowdlirg s visiting many other Kinds of nest

ir anv cowbirds speciailze on one nos:
zuropear JUCKOC does. we nave not discovarel
LA remate cowbdird tryving to lav all her eges
Jrtiand's Warbier nests would sureiv have v
ImDossibie task keeping : :
zncger surveiliance o fing

age atltne right ume

T st

Kecent spreaa ot the cowbird

: M2 Immemoria
T OUr fears. Bul RIS E ol
nas vastiv expandec i
In modern imes. anc in
SS 1T has gainec access 1o many noess:

ne cowpirc was nauve ¢ ine
i the midconunen:t. Thers
foliowed the bison and otner grazing animais.
ealing the insects stirred up In their waks, It
preferred In nesting seasen noI expanses of
compietelv open piains. but regions where tree
rose above the grasses and provided elevatec
perches. The human settier created exactiv
these conditions. He made openings in the
forest and he planted trees in the plains. His
itvestock took the place of the bison, and the
bird got its name from its habit of frequenting
cowpens.

The cowbird seems to have been missing
from eastern North America when the colonists
arrived. It was not listed in the definitive tenth
edition of Linnaeus’ ‘“‘Systema Naturae” in
1758, aithough the other common blackbirds.
the Red-wing and Common Grackle. were
included. Peter Kalm, who visited New York,
Pennsylvania, and Ontario in 1747-50, gave a
detailed account of mixed flocks of blackbirds
in grain fields, but did not mention the
cowbird.

Already much of the eastern seaboard had
been under cultivation for a century, and even
earlier there had been extensive clearings in the
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Cowbird eggs in rebuilt Yellow Warbpler nes:. Pholc
bv L Jelkin.

eastern forest — variously called “‘meadows.’
“‘prairies.” and “swaies” — maintained by
flooding or by fires set deliberately by 1ne
indians. Some of this land was doubtiess
suitable to the cowbird. but a continuous path
had not vet been opened for the bird from its
heartland. This was probably provided first by
the herdsmen who preceded the farmers in the
tide of Europeans westward. In the occupation
of America, the hunters, trappers. and traders
came first and left their mark in trading posts.
Next came the herdsmen who are almost for-
gotten by history because they left so few
traces. Moving far ahead of the permanent set-
tlers, they wandered the free range and pro-
duced the only crop that could walk itself to
market from the far frontier.

The free range in Virginia in the late 1600s
lay at the outskirts of the tidewater com-
munities. Soon it was on the Piedmont, and by
1750 officers of Braddock's army noted the
“cowpen men” beyond the Cumberland gap.
Shortly thereafter, droves of swine, sheep, and
cattle were moving through Kentucky. The
southern Appalachians remained largely free
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cattle range throughout the 1700s. Herds beat
wide paths through the tall grasses of the valley
floors. and the herdsmen improved the grazing
with fire and ax. Gateways through the forest
were first opened in the southern Appala-
chians.

Mark Catesby met a “cowpen bird"’ betwesn
1722 and 1725 in the Carolinas. but the fact
that he pictured a femaie rather than the more
striking male and the fact that no one eise men-
rioned it for many vears thereafter, suggests it
was just beginning to cross the mountains.
However. by 1790, it was common as far north
as Pennsvivania and New York. Heavily for-
asted states west of the mountains. Ohio and
Michigan. did not get cowbirds until about
1850. and the bird did not reach the pinelands
of morthern Michigan until about 1880. after
the regions to the south nad been cieared and
the northwoods had been opened by the ium-
berman and the marginai farmer whe suppliec
him with hav and vegetables.

The early progress of ne cowbird into the
East has been chronicied oniy by scatterec
milestones. buc the creeping advance of the
17 is now being followec minutely. It is prob-
abiv encouraged poth bY changed land use anc
the spilling outwarc 0r ne cowbird's owrn

1§41

popuiation expiosion. Througnout the 1ast cer-

wry observers in neariy every par of tn

o

Northeast — Onraric. Québec. northern
Michigan ang wesiern Cennsvivania — have
commented on the “recent increase’” of the

cowbird in their areas.

If Kirtiand's W arblers were unprotected

YHAT HAS BEEN the effect of the cownirc
in new regions it has entered?

Again the best evidence is available for the
Kirtland's Warbler. Between 1961 and 1971
the entire population of this bird declined from
about 500 pairs to 200 pairs — a 60 per cent
drop. A dangerously low production of young
in this period had already been noted. and the
cowbird had been identified as the principal
culprit. This diagnosis was confirmed in 1972
and thereafter. when control of cowbirds was
instituted and the warbler responded by pro-
ducing more fledglings per pair than ever
before reported for a member of this family.
When protected from cowbirds. the Kirtland's
Warbler has produced more than four young
per pair of adults each vear. This laid to rest
any doubts about the fecundity of the nesting
birds.

Walkinshaw's recent studies of protected
nests indicate that the previous damage from
cowbirds was even greater than we thought.
Protected warblers lay more €ggs, produce

m
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more second broods. and bring off more voung
thar pairs supposedly unmolested in previous
vegrs. We had assumed that a nest without
cowpire eges was untouched. but now we
nejeve the cowbird removes some eggs from
y Coes not use subsequently. Also we
tnat warblers rearing cowbirds are less
ionest & second ume in the season.

pernan: pecause o1 e prolonged burden of

teeding more voracious fledglings.

1" 1 rare 1or men ¢ witness the vanishing o7
1es at close range. Usuallv the realization
comes oniv afier the event. But nere it almos?

ClOSE 1T was 1s Snown by a pro-
apservel TOrmer nesling 10sses
serveC present mortality between nesi-
cutations iead to the
present populaiion
uc; e GOwn 10 anou

aueuon ¢ voung nac not peen CUﬁQTUyl:‘:

STl

TNrougn Srolecion.

W hat otner birds are prime Largets”

\" nen ")O')Ul Tons ae
unciear anc

SVIGensT el

e T

SX4Z

TEASONN UNTKDOWTL.

nrime agent, be provea unies:
someony were imiensive. iong-rangs
STUCY ©7 Tne DOST 4t & cructa; time. The facts ars
ve ana thev are oTien opscurec by peopie
) remove COWDITa eggs from nests they finc.

Locui aamage can ve ignored if the losses are
made up each vear Dv recruitment from other
areas where the same spectes is highly suc-
cessful. An exampie was provided in a study of
tie Red-eved Vireo in northern Michigan by
William E. Southern. He studied the vireo over
a three-vear period at the University of Mich-
1gan Biological Station on Douglas Lake. Ou:
of 104 nests, 75 (72%) received one or more
cowbird eggs. These vireos fledged less than
one voung per pair per vear. This is not enough
to sustain the population in the face of any
reasonable estimate of mortality for a small
migratory bird. Southern conciuded the vireo
was the prime target of cowbirds there, and
said, “The cowbird plays a critical role in the
nesting success of the Red-eyed Vireo in the
Douglas Lake region.”” But he was saved from
undue alarm because there were plenty of
vireos each vear nevertheless.

This circumstance is readily explained by the
undisturbed production of vireos elsewhere.
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Less than 300 miles away at almost the same
latitude but in northern Ontario, Louise d:
Kiriline Lawrence had just compieted a stud:
of the Red-eved Vireo and found no cowbir<
eggs at all in the nests. Her region is nc:
unbroken wilderness. but the approaches south
of it are more heavily forested than Michigan
and the cowbird. although present. was st
scarce. From areas like this we would expect
surpliuses that could replenish localities whers
the bird is suffering real damage.

How much pressure from the cowbird can «
small host stand? Obviousiv this wiil vary b
species. and any answer at preseni would b:
specuiative. The most vuinerablie presumat:
wouid be those alreadv str essec by margina
nabitar and bareiv holding on. Herc & smal
reass i mortalitv at the nest could up e
Popuiations of small birds that no-
maliv oring off oniv one prood a vear are iik e
12 be delicately poised. and tnhese might mciud:
sarucuiariy some of the warbiers. vireos. an
I our own '1°mnooAnoocu Fov
2se | would pecome uneasy if 1
sitism were above 3u per cant.

I wWoulG not want 1o of
N Sor eacn situartion
unigue trzres'noic. apove Wi
n geteriorates rapidn
s parasitized. 1 beitevec tne Kirtian
T was qosn to the prink. But at 2 simil

0710 Ganger i tne opinion o
wno studied that birc. Yet tnese. (o
an¢ the Ovenbird. are among ne 1argest of ins
warbliers, and we wouic expect sm
ners of the tamiiv to sufter more damage
same rates of parasitism.

inaesd. sometning 1 happening © mam
smal; birgs around us. In my area 0 norin-
western Ohio the Yeliow-throatec Warbier
ested  fairiv commonly aiong the larger
streams among the svcamores and cottonwoods
iremember the Svcamore Warbler?) until
about 1900. I have always been intrigued by the
disappearance of this warbler. because of all
the forest types in this area. the least disturbec
has been that of the flood plains and stream
banks. where the svcamore and cottonwoocd
still grow to their greatest size. Also I have read
with interest that the Cerulean Warbler was the
most abundant member of this family next to
the Yellow Warbler before the turn of the cen-
turv. And I remember groups of Cerulean
Warblers in areas of the county parks 25 years
ago from which they have vanished today.
Why? The glib answer is “‘lack of habitat,”” but
one would be hard put to describe major
changes in wilderness parks. Perhaps a general
reduction in woodland elsewhere must be con-
sidered. But I am also suggesting the cowbird
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be considered. It was on the scene of the crime
— and increasing steadily in the same period.

N NORTHWESTERN OHIO. Louis W.

Campbell has kept meticulous records of
birds in the area for more than 50 vears. He has
taken a particular interest in the birds of the
Oak Opénings Park. a tract of more than 4000
acres. where there has been no cutting, drain-
ing. or burning. although inevitable changes
have occurred through the maturing of the
forest and the encroachment of trees into open
spaces. He has recorded consistent and severe
deciines in a number of species that nested here
reguiariv in some numbers forty or fifty years
ago. These inciude the Yellow-throated and
Warbiing Vireos and the following warbiers:
Black-and-whnite. Golden-winged. Ceruiean.
Common Yellowtnroat. Yellow-breasted Chat.
and American Redstart. In specuiating abou:
declines in this varted group. he wonderec ir
the local changes were a part of a continenia.

deterioration i conditions resulting Irom

Kirtiand's Warbier. Photo by Micnael Boitor.

pesticides, herbicides, and a myriad of human
disturbances.

1 point out that an agency capable of damag-
ing such birds was present and increasing in
the same period of time.

Other birds that might be vulnerable are the
small flvcatchers. particularly the Traill's and
Acadian. Walkinshaw's studies in Michigan
showed that the entire clutches of these species
are wiped out by the presence of one cowbird
egg. In his sample the parasitism rate for the
Acadian was 24 per cent and the loss rate about
the same. This is damage the bird may be able
to survive. but losses much higher than this
wouid be alarming.

It may be that I take too gloomy a view of the
cowbird effects — except in the case of the
Kirtiand's Warbier where the proof is con-
clusive. It may be that other species have
defenses tnat we do not vet appreciate or there
are limitations on cowbird density that prevent
it from exceeding critical numbers aimost
evervwhere. But lacking such assurance. [ can-
not escape the conciusion that the cowbird in
some piaces can become a menace [0 some
smali nesting songbirads.
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